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Pilkington: Stark Young

THE RELIGION OF THE ANGLO-SAXONS
by Charles Dale Cannon

This paper proposes to treat of religion in Anglo-Saxon Eng
land and will include both Christian and Pre-Christian religion
within its scope. The special concern of the paper
the period
shortly before Augustine’s missionary journey to Kent and the years
following his mission during which time there was accommodation
of the earlier religion to the new, and the new religion was influ
enced by the old. This accommodation of the religion to the new
exemplified in this paper by the account of a king who, attempt
ing to accommodate both religions, set up altars to both Christ
and Woden.
The use in this paper of heathen and heathenism, as well as
pagan, is not intended as a derogation. The choice of these terms is
not made because of any desire to label the earlier religion of the
Anglo-Saxons with a pejorative tag but because of the fact that the
terms occur with such frequency in the literature treating the sub
ject that it seems wiser to use them than to introduce more objec
tive substitutes.

This study is divided into three major parts, though of dis
parate length, and the order is chronological. Heathen religion is
either the sole or partial concern of all three parts. The first part
deals with religion in England before Augustine, largely, but not
entirely, heathen. The second part is concerned with religion dur
ing the conversion and within a few decades thereafter. The final
part deals with religion after the conversion with continuing inter
est in the survival of the earlier religion.

Some of the best contemporary scholars of the Anglo-Saxon past
speak with commendable candor about the difficulties involved in
arriving at a comprehensive account of the gods worshipped in
early Britain and of religion in general. Stenton, who has made
notable contributions to the present knowledge of Anglo-Saxon
society, says that the “heathen background of Old English history
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is impenetrably vague”; and though he does not shrink from
attacking the difficulties, he stresses the fact that while "the gen
eral stock of knowledge about Germanic paganism by no means
negligible, ... it
indefinite at almost every crucial point, and
... is often colored by scriptural reminiscence.”1
Since the people are of Teutonic stock, it would appear that
the annals of Teutonic mythology, wherever available, would seem
a good place to begin a study, but there are storm signals from
scholars about the free and uncritical use of such material. In the
first place Hodgkin believes that there was a lack of unity or
stability in the allegiance that the immediate forebears of the
Anglo-Saxons paid to gods while they were yet inhabitants of
their continental home.2 Added to the likelihood of an unsettled
condition of religion prior to their migration
the fact that the
characteristic attributes of some of the gods as worshipped in
Britain do not agree with those normally attributed to them as
worshipped in the Scandinavian or other countries in which the
Teutonic people lived. Hodgkin concludes that there is insufficient
information about "gods and mythology of English heathenism”
to make a "satisfactory” comparison between the English and
the Scandinavian system.3
It is the function of research and scholarship, however, to deal
with difficulties, and though there are many questions about An
glo-Saxon religion which are now incapable of answer and may
remain insoluble problems, there are some matters that may be
set forth with some confidence.

Of the gods in Anglo-Saxon Britain "Woden was the chief
god of the warriors at the time of the migration to Britain,” and
Hodgkin says that Woden was "driving out Thunor, the Thunder
er, the weather-god beloved by the common people, much as Thun
or” had earlier defeated a rival god, "Tiw (the god of our Eng
lish Tuesday), the oldest of the great gods, so old . . . that by the
fifth century he had faded in the background of men’s minds.”4
1F. M. Stenton, Anglo-Saxon England (Oxford, 1955), p. 96.
2Robert H. Hodgkin, A History of the
(Oxford, 1935),
II, 28-29.
3Ibid., pp. 239-40.
4Ibid., p. 29.
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Stenton says that "Woden, Thunor, Tiw, and Frig are the only
deities whose individualized worship in England is beyond dis
pute."'5 MacCulloch in The Mythology of All Races refers to the
first three of the deities whose individualized worship in Britain is
attested as the "pan-Teutonic deities” with reference to an earlier
time when the "Teutons were still an undivided people."6

Woden had an especial appeal "to the kingly dynasties and
aristocrats,” and when there was competition with Tiw and Thun
or, among others, it was probably easy for Woden to "dethrone
his rivals.” The result is that Anglo-Saxon kings typically consider
ed him the progenitor of their line; it was from him that they
"traced their descent.”7 It was clearly advantageous to be descend
ed from one under whose tutelage victory in battle might be as
sured, and, assuming no damaging pollution of the blood lines, the
descendants would be of such stamina and prowess that they
might require but minimal assistance of a supernatural agency.
If they did require it, they could call on one who was both god
and ancestor.

One should not infer from the fact that Anglo-Saxon kings
trace their ancestry to Woden that this made for a unified or
organized religion. Though there is evidence during the first cen
tury "in northern Germany . . . that the religion of Nerthus . . . had
drawn . . . neighboring tribes together in a bond of common wor
ship,” the Germanic settlements in Britain show "no trace of religi
ous centralization . . . and this true not only for the country as
a whole, but there was also little if any organization within the in
dependent states."8
A king would have his temple wherein he would place "wood
en effigies of his favourite gods on separate altars,” but there ap
pears to have been little sense of outrage over the desecration of
a temple. With no attempt to minimize the ready availability of
wood as material both for the construction of the temple and the
gods, wood (or at least trees) is a part of Teutonic worship. "Of
5Stenton, Anglo-Saxon England,
98.
6John A.
The Mythology of All Races (Boston, 1930), II,

19.

7Hodgkin, A History of the Anglo-Saxons, p. 238.
8Ibid., p. 238.
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the hallowed trees the oak” stood “at the head .... Next to the
oak, the ash was holy,” and these sacred trees would be addressed
as people.9 Though there may have been many sacred groves or
holy trees at one time, there apparently was not “an outstand
ing holy tree or holy pillar which attracted to itself the general
devotion of the people” in Britain.10
The Teutonic gods were not immortal and were subject to
some, but not all, of the infirmities of human flesh. Though they
grew older, they did not necessarily lose the strength of their
youth. Some of the gods were extraordinarily precocious and able
to accomplish prodigious feats of strength in their infancy. A son
of Odin was able at the age of one day to avenge the death of
Balder; a three-day-old son of Thor was able to lift a giant’s foot
off his father. These great abilities were not always unmarred, for
some of the gods were deformed.11
Hodgkin says of Woden in England that he lacks many of
the characteristics one notes in Odin and therefore might expect
Woden to have. Primarily a god of war, undoubtedly a commend
able virtue for the putative ancestor of Anglo-Saxon kings, he
has no counterpart “of the Christian deity; he has no well-appoint
ed residence like Valhalla. He
not the one-eyed god who wan
ders about the world.”12
If Woden
not simply an Anglicized Odin, Thunor
even
less an Anglicized Thor. In fact one opinion is that the gods with
the exception of Woden were “little more than mere names,”
though Frig or Friday “was equated with Venus, and in late chroni
cles was said to be Woden’s wife.”13

It would be an overstatement, even an untruth, to deny the
existence of fertility worship in England, but it was not developed
in England as the cult had developed among the ancestors of the
Anglo-Saxons. Though the fertility cult of Nerthus did not flourish
as heretofore, it appears likely that “the old practices of the fath
ers were maintained” by the cultivators of the soil, practices es
9Jacob Grimm, Teutonic Mythology (London, 1883), I, 651.
10Hodgkin, A History of the Anglo-Saxons, p. 238.
11MacCulloch, The Mythology of All Races, pp. 21-22.
12Hodgkin, A History of the Anglo-Saxons, p. 239.
13Ibid,, p. 240.
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sential for prosperity in farming and for good luck in life,” what
ever god—Thunor, Woden, or Christ—might have official sanc
tion.14 Practices of farmers and gardeners today are revealing in
the reliance of some of them on signs and omens as an aid to
fertility. Evidence from the Anglo-Saxon Charms appears to sub
stantiate the statement of Hodgkin cited above.
MacCulloch ignores literary texts as a source of evidence about
Anglo-Saxon religion when he says that the "only available evi
dence is that of names of the days of the week, genealogical lists,
and place names.”15 While there
no gain saying the fact that
these sources are of cardinal importance, it
interesting to note
that modern British historians of Anglo-Saxon religion make very
free use of literary texts in the course of their study.
That the calendar a natural place for the honoring of deities
and heroes, including kindred celebrations and events,
attested
by both present and ancient practices. Of our present days of the
week, Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday memorialize gods who
were indisputably worshipped, and Friday commemorates another,
possibly of lesser importance, yet of sufficient currency to impress
its name for a day of the week.16
Special events memorialized throughout the year evince heathen
ceremonials and practices. The eleventh month was referred to as
“Blotmonath, . . . the month of sacrifice,” a term that arose, ac
cording to Bede, "because they devoted to their gods the animals
which they were about to kill.”17 The third and fourth months were
named Hrethmonath and Eosturmonath, according to Bede, whose
veracity has been challenged by scholars without proper warrant,
according to Stenton, because they could find no references to
the namesakes for these months. Stenton says in chiding the errant
scholars for their injustice to Bede that it would be "incredible
that Bede, to whom heathenism was sin, would have invented a
heathen goddess in order to explain the name of the month of
Easter.”18 Besides, equally obscure names of other gods have not
14Ibid., p. 243.
15MacCulloch, The Mythology of All Races, p. 19.
16Ibid., p. 19.
17Stenton, Anglo-Saxon England, p. 98.
18Ibid., p. 18.
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been questioned and there is “no obvious explanation of Erce, the
Old English name of Mother Earth.”19

The year began December 25, and “the following night was
called Modra nect, the night of mothers, a reference yet obscure.”
The last month of the old and the first of the new year together
comprised what was referred to as Giuli, the modern yule, a
name so old that its meaning is quite uncertain,” and the second
month of the new year was called Solmonath, “the months of cakes,
which they offered to their gods.” Continuing with reference to
Bede, the ninth month was called “Halegmonath, holy month,
which was the month of offerings,” interpreted by Stenton as un
mistakable evidence of “a heathen festival held at the end of the
harvest.”20
Place names have been and are a source of information about
Anglo-Saxon religion, but the evidence has been gained as a re
sult of a considerable amount of work, not because of abundant
readily available evidence. Hodgkin says, for example, that of the
“thousands of Saxon place-names, only six were compounded with
the name of Woden, and only nine with Thunor.”21 Stenton men
tions Old English words part of which are ealh, which “seems to
have the meaning of 'hill sanctuary,’ and weah or idol, shrine,
sacred placed or precinct.”22

To close this part of the section on Anglo-Saxon religion there
the conjecture of Grimm about the posture of heathen prayer. De
spite the fact that this is conjecture, Grimm’s wide-ranging knowl
edge of Teutonic mythology and language bids fair at least to
gain a hearing for his opinion. He believes that the posture in
volved “kneeling, uncovering the head and looking upward, pre
senting oneself in submission to the mighty god, his conqueror,
a
defenceless victim”23 If this supposition is true, the attitude of
Christian prayer but one of a train of instances in which Chris
tian practice has subsumed rather than supplanted outright the
earlier religious practices.
19Ibid., p. 98.
20Ibid., p. 97.
21 Hodgkin, A History of the Anglo-Saxons, p. 239.
22Stenton, Anglo-Saxon England, p. 101.
23Grinim, Teutonic Mythology, p. 31.
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The spectacular success of Augustine’s missionary trip to Brit
ain at the behest of Pope Gregory has tended to make it appear
that Christianity did not exist in Britain prior to his journey. There
is, however, evidence of Christianity far earlier than Augustine’s
Arrival. Nora Chadwick says that St. Alban’s martyrdom, recorded
by Gildas and Constantius and which is now considered “to be his
torical fact,” took place near the middle of the third century.24
She believes that as a result of the Roman occupation of Britain,
Britons were introduced to Christianity and that “intellectual confacts between Britain and Gaul” had an influence on Britain which
was favorable to the Christian religion.25

The interest of the future Pope Gregory in the fair-complexioned youth he had seen before his elevation to the papacy when they
were about to be sold on the slave market caused him to enquire
about their origin and their religion. He learned they were Angles
and heathen. Though Smith observes that Bede considered this ac
count a legend, Gregory later sent Augustine to go as a missionary
and must have felt some satisfaction in sending a representative
in view of the fact that he had requested the opportunity of do
ing so himself before he was the Pope but had his request denied.
Despite Augustine’s success, he was not considered an out
standing prospect for the mission. In fact he turned back, having
Begun the journey, before he arrived and asked to be excused
from the mission. He was directed to resume the journey.26
For a person so ready to quit before he had started his mis
sionary work, Augustine generated a great deal of enthusiasm once
he was in England. Gregory was reputed to have intelligence that
“the English people wished to become Christians,” and if this was
true of any section in Britian it would likely have been Kent
where Bertha (Berchta), wife of Aethelbert of Kent, was a Chris
tian. Though their son was not brought up a Christian, at least her
husband “tolerated her having her own chaplain . . . and devo
tions.” Her husband had given her “the old Roman church of St.
Martin’s near Canterbury.”27
24H. M. Chadwick, et al., Studies in Early British History (Cambridge,
1954), p. 199.
25Ibid., p. 199.
26Harold Smith, Saxon England (London, 1953), pp. 70-71.
27Ibid., p. 72.
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The first encounter of Augustine and his fellow missionaries
with the heathen took place as an open-air interview conducted
outdoors for good reason. "The object of the outdoor interview
was to counteract any magic that the preachers of the new faith
might be able to practice, for the heathen English believed that
evil spells lost much of their potency when woven out of doors.”28
Most of Augustine’s apprehensions about being in England
were unfounded. Aethelbert was baptized less than three months
after the arrival of Augustine, and there was "not a single martyr
dom during the entire period of the Anglo-Saxon conversion”29
Flushed with early victories in his attempt to Christianize Eng
land, Augustine sent a report to Gregory which exaggerated his
accomplishments in England. The Pope responded by sending
Augustine authority to create more bishops than were needed for
the next nine hundred years. This authorization was the result
in part of Augustine’s exaggeration and in part of the Pope’s
misunderstanding of the message.30

Some sections did not respond so readily and favorably to the
new faith
did Kent and Essex. The West Saxons are said to
have been free of Christian influence at the time of the death
of Augustine in 604. Furthermore, there must have been others
whose response was similar to that of Raedwald, King of the
East Angles. After his visit to Kent, where he was "persuaded
to become a Christian,” he returned to his kingdom and set up
altars to both Christ and Woden in the same temple.31
There were also reversions to heathenism on some occasions,
and Grimm says "There can be no doubt that for some time af
ter the conversion people continued to light candles and offer
small sacrifices under particular holy trees.”32 There was "apostasy,
particularly in times of national disaster,” from the Christian re
ligion, and children did not always follow the new faith of their
fathers even though they might feign acceptance of it during their
parents’ lifetime. Eadbald, son of Aethelbert of Kent, not only re
28Ibid., p. 73.
29Ibid., p. 72.
30Ibid., p. 75.
31Ibid., pp. 75-79; Bruce Dickins, “English Names and Old English
Heathenism," Essays and Studies, XIX (1933), 149.
32Grimm, Teutonic Mythology, I, 651.
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fused baptism but married his stepmother "on the death of his
father," a not untypical heathen practice, especially of the Warni
on the continent.33 Sons of Saebert, king of Essex, professed to
be Christians during the father’s lifetime but on his death de
clared their heathenism and expelled Bishop Mellitus.34

Priests of the ancient religion were not always on the defensive.
Dickins says that "when St. Wilfrid was thrown on the Sussex coast
a heathen high priest, standing on lofty ground, strove to curse the
people of God and bind their hands.”35 Not all heathen priests
tpok this attitude, however; and though there must have been
varying degrees of adherence to the old faith, a celebrated account
of another heathen priest’s attitude toward the new faith is that
set forth of Coifi, a heathen priest in the court of King Edwin of
the Angles. The King, having been reluctant at first to accept Chris
tianity, had decided to do so, according to Bede, but consulted a
council of wise men at which Coifi spoke forth. He said that the
religion they had did not appear efficacious, for he noted that
others often received greater favors of the king than he though no
one else equaled him for devoutness. Another counselor compar
ed this life with a sparrow’s brief flight from the stormy outside
through the sheltered, heated hall to the ouside again. He recom
mended that if the new doctrine "contains anything more certain,”
it should be followed. Coifi having requested and received furth
er explanation from Paulinus, the missionary, declared himself
whole-heartedly in favor of the new religion and desired of the
king that the temples be burned. In proof of his sincerity Coifi set
forth, mounted on a stallion and bearing arms, to destroy his idols,
the sex of his mount and the bearing of arms both testimony to
the fact that he was renouncing his heathen religion.36
The final section of this paper will be devoted to the period af
ter the conversion; and while there will be evidence considered
from nonliterary sources and more than one literary source will
be used, the main concern of this section will be with evidences of
religion, pagan and Christian, found in Beowulf.
33Dickins, English Names and Old English Heathenism,” p. 148.
34Smith, Saxon England, p. 81.
35Dickins, “English Names and Old English Heathenism, p. 150.
36G. B. Wood, et al., The Literature of England (New York, 1958),
I, 63-65.
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The assumptions that there was a completely smooth transition
from heathenism to Christianity and that the people soon forgot
their old practices are hardly tenable. Though the difficulties were
of a different order, there was conflict between the new and the
old within the Welsh, or pre-Augustinian Christians, and those con
verts of Augustine over differences in the monastic tonsure and
over the different means of computing the day for the observance
of Easter. Augustine attempted unsuccessfully to settle the dispute
—on his terms. At a later time Pope Honorius himself dispatched
a letter to the recalcitrant arm of the church "prudently exhorting
them not to hold their congregation, few in number and domiciled
in the farthest bounds of the earth, to be wiser than the Church
of Christ universal, both ancient and modern.” Whether his mes
sage alone was sufficient not known, but shortly after its receipt
the desired effect was achieved.37
Though “the century after Bede
generally regarded as an
age of the increasing degeneracy of the English church,” it was
well on its way toward degeneracy during his lifetime. Before
his death Bede wrote of “sham monasteries” whose members were
made up of apostate monks absent from their real monasteries,
and laymen who were in these false monasteries “without religious
motives” but who wished to “free their lands from military ser
vice and other secular burdens.” Laymen were in control of these
“monasteries .”38

Osred, a king who was murdered, “was notorious for his im
moralities—a ruler who used his position to seduce consecrated
women in monasteries,” and Boniface, who went to Germany to
spend much of his life, became alarmed about the reports of im
morality that he heard from the people of his own country when
contrasted with what he considered was the stricter morality in
Saxony. Along with five German bishops he sent a letter to Ethelbald of Mercia in which he “contrasted the licentiousness of the
English king . . . with the severe morality of the continental Saxons”
who showed a “great respect for the marriage tie.”39
37Eleanor S. Duckett, Anglo-Saxon Saints and Scholars (New York,
1948), pp. 9-11.
38Hodgkin, A History of the Anglo-Saxons, pp. 417-418.
39Ibid., pp. 407-419.
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The real monasteries were subjected to stricter control and
members were exhorted to "lead a quiet regular life,” directed not
"to wear showy clothes, ... to be on their guard against drunk
enness, . . . and not to keep poets, musicians or comedians.”40
The poem Beowulf has attracted a great deal of study over
the years, and one of the problems with which almost everyone
who has dealt with the poem has had to come to grips is the fact
that both heathen and Christian elements coexist within the poem.
The extent to which each of these elements predominates has been
studied, especially as additional studies have made clear certain
references and patterns found within the poem.
O. F. Emerson in “Legends of Cain . . .,” an article published
in 1906, refers to the allusions to Cain as coming in the “Christian
portion” of Beowulf. For first consideration Emerson cites the fol
lowing passage:

Danon untydras ealle onwocon,
eotenas on ylfeon orcneas;
swylce gigantas, ϸa wiϸ Gode wunnon
lange ϸrage; he him đaes lean forgeald.
He translates it as follows:
Thence arose all monstrous births,
etens and elves and spirits of
hell; the giants likewise, that
strove against God a long time;
for this he gave them their reward.41

Emerson notes the fact that there are two kinds of descendants
from Cain—monsters and giants—and that both Grendel and his
mother are identified with Cain,42 and Kennedy43 and Spaeth,
along with all others, notice this fact, Spaeth observing that
Grendel’s connection with “the powers of darkness’ is emphasized
by the fact that he takes offense at the gleeman's song of the praise
of the Creator.”44
40Ibid., p. 417.
41O. F. Emerson, "Legends
Especially in Old and Middle
English Literature, PMLA, XXI (1906), 878-879.
42Ibid., p. 880.
43Charles W. Kennedy (ed.), Beowulf (London, 1940), p. xlvii.
44John D. Spaeth, Old English Poetry (Princeton, 1927), p. 202.
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Many of the epithets applied to Grendel are not only explicable
but are related in terms of Grendel’s putative descent from Cain.
Especially suitable in view of Grendel’s unholy progenitor are the
terms "feond on helle,” "feond,” and "wiht unhaelo.” In addition
to such evidence is the added information that many of the terms
applied to Grendel in Beowulf are used in Genesis and Complaint
of the Fallen Angels to refer to devils. Emerson speaks of the
"so-called interpolation regarding Cain” as no interpolation but an
integral part of the poem.45
In recent scholarship arguments in favor of the essentially hea
then nature or the pagan tone of the poem as a whole appear
but are rejected. The opinion of Emerson, cited above, dissents
from an attitude that the poem is essentially pagan. R. W. Cham
bers takes up the supposition that in view of the absence of refer
ences to Christ and the New Testament and to specific dogma of
the church the poet is but a "nominal” Christian or a person of
lukewarm adherence to the faith. Chambers rejects such an opinion
and says that Hrothgar, Beowulf, Hygd, and Wealhtheow show
an influence of Christianity beyond superficiality. He cites the
fact that the Battle of Maldon, "written when England had been
Christian for over three centuries,” has a similar vagueness and
absence of references to dogma. Furthermore Chambers does not
believe the Christian references are interpolations or that the poet
was one who "had become Christian because the court had new
ly become Christian,” as Clark Hall suggested, but who had had
little instruction in the faith.46

Kennedy,47 Klaeber,48 Phillpotts,49 Whitelock,50 Cabaniss,51
and Wrenn52 are in general agreement with Chambers that the
overall effect of the poem
Christian. Such an attitude is not a
45Emerson, “Legends of Cain, pp. 880-883.
46R. W. Chambers, Beowulf: An Introduction to the Study of the
Poem . . . (Cambridge, 1932), p. 126.
47Kennedy, Beowulf, p. xlix.
48F. Klaeber (ed.), Beowulf (Boston, 1950), p. xlix.
49Bertha Phillpotts, “Wyrd and Providence in Anglo-Saxon Thought,”
Essays and Studies, XIII (1928), 16.
50Dorothy Whitelock, The Audience of Beowulf (Oxford, 1951), p. 4.
51J. Allen Cabaniss, “Beowulf and the Liturgy, JEGP, LIV (1955),
199-200.
52C. L. Wrenn (ed.), Beowulf (London, 1953), p. 36.
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denial of the pagan element, and there are problems inherent in
this combination of Christianity and paganism.

Though there has generally been remarked the absence of dog
ma, specific church practices, and references to the New Testament,
some scholars profess to fine evidences of these in Beowulf. Miss
Hamilton, for example, sets forth the thesis that the doctrines of
grace and divine providence are found in the poem. She concen
trates on the following lines (166-9) of Beowulf which are follow
ed by her translation:

Heorot eardode
Sincfage sei sweartum nihtem;—
No he Sone gifstol gretan moste
MaSSum for Metode; ne his myne wisse.
He might not approach the throne of grace, precious
treasure, in the presence of God; he knew not His favor.
To her this means that Grendel was "too fast in
the toils of crime to repent” and illustrates the
"doctrine of grace (including reprobation and
election) .”53
Allen Cabaniss in "Beowulf and the Liturgy” finds part of
Beowulf "quite heavily laden with a complex of ideas which pre
suppose familiarity with the baptismal liturgy.” He cites St. Cyril
of Jerusalem’s reference to baptism as "a descent into the waters
of death, into the habitat of the sea dragon,” Beowulf’s forgiving of
his enemy Unferth, the "preternatural light” in the depths at the
moment of victory, and the departure of all "except Beowulf’s
own faithful Geats,” at the "same hour that Christ, abandoned by
all but the most faithful few, died on the cross.”54

Kennedy speaks of the poet’s transmuting primitive material
that it is informed with the Christian spirit. He says, however,
that the poem
a secular one in view of the time when it was
written. There were some elements that resisted change, though the
"Original derivation of Grendel and his dam from the Scandinavian
waterfall troll has been submerged and lost in the poet’s identifica53Marie P. Hamilton, "The Religious Principle of Beowulf” PMLA,
LXI (1946), 321.
54Cabaniss, "Beowulf and the Liturgy, pp. 195-198.
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tion of the monsters with the fiends ... of evil, and adversaries of
God.”55
Miss Phillpotts refers to Beowulf as the "first English compro
mise” in that it is a work near enough paganism "that no one will
expect him [the poet] to celebrate the past with no references to
paganism, but on the other hand, he must have a respectable hero
and plot.” She disagrees with Klaeber’s contention that the poem is
intended to "remind the audience of the Redeemer of their new
faith” and says that such a theory faces "insurmountable odds,”
among which she mentions the absence of references to Christ
or to anything in the New Testament, the heathen funeral, and
a "dying hero who exults in the dragon's gold. 56

The concept of revenge, especially blood revenge,
an ele
ment of heathenism yet surviving in Beowulf but not necessarily
a concept which Anglo-Saxon Christians had dispensed with. "In
801 no less prominent a churchman than Alcuin himself wrote to
Charles the Great in recommendation of a Northumbrian noble
man called Torhtmund that he had ‘boldly avenged the blood of
his lord.’”57
Chambers points out that some of the great Anglo-Saxon leaders
could "combine the character of a tough fighting chieftain with that
of the saintly churchman.” Furthermore
It is well to remember that Charles the Great,
the Catholic and the orthodox, collected ancient
lays which his successors thought too heathen
to be tolerated; or that St. Olaf (who was so holy
that, having absent-mindedly chipped shavings of
a stick on Sunday, he burnt them as penance on
his open hand) nevertheless allowed to be sung
before him, on the morning of his last fight, one
of the most wild and utterly heathen of all the
old songs—the "Bjarkamal.”58
Klaeber mentions the burning of the dead and blood revenge
55Kennedy, Beowulf, pp. xlix-liv.
56Phillpotts, “Wyrd and Providence," pp. 20-21.
57Whitelock, The Audience of Beowulf, p. 14.
58Chambers, Beowulf, p. 122.
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as heathen elements in contrast to the Christian,59 and Wrenn, who
mentions the element of revenge, says that the audience of Beowulf
would be able to accept the "righteous duty of vengeance for a
wicked murder—as well as the blood feud—" without its seeming
incompatible with Christianity. In Wrenns opinion "Catholic
Christianity and Germanic paganism have met” in lines of Beo
wulf below which are followed by his translation:

Wyrd oft nereϸ
unfaegne eorl, đonne his ellen deah.
If ... a man is not predestinated or doomed al
ready, then often Fate will save him: . . . But
only, we are told, if his valour is strong: and he
must be . . . "undoomed.”60
The final evidence of the meeting of heathenism and Christiani
ty will be noted in brief mention of "The Dream of the Rood”
arid in consideration of the "Charms.
” In some respects the

charms point up a great conflict, or show the conflict in bolder
relief than any other evidence.
It would seem that in an account of the Crucifixion the poet
would take pains to suppress evidences of the earlier religion, but
it
in some parts of the poem difficult to ignore what may
be interpreted as evidence of vestigial heathen worship embodied
in the poem. One may readily grant the poetic license or dramatic
propriety of having the cross a sentient, articulate being without
being prepared for certain features of the poem. Hodgkin speaks
of the poem by saying

The magic of this tree is something other than
that of the battle cross of
Oswald, with its
wonder-working qualities. The tree of the vision
animated. It feels, it suffers. In this heroic
poetry the Cross as well as the crucified is the
hero . . . The Anglo-Saxon devotion to the sacred
tree was admittedly part primitive, and animistic,
but it was more than that. It was Teutonic, redo
lent of the vast forests which had been the home
59
Beowulf, p. xlviii.
60Wrenn, Beowulf, pp. 42-43.
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and defence of the ancient Germans.61
The cross as a thinking being is conscious of its responsibility
and neither bends nor breaks, for to do so, as the cross interprets
it, would be against the wish of Christ. Not only aware of
Christ’s humiliation and suffering on the cross, the cross speaks
concerning its own suffering:
urhdrifan he me mid deorcan naeglum: on
me syndon ϸa dolg gesiene.62

If not a certainty, here is again at least the likelihood of a fusion
of both heathen and Christian elements, and the charms to be
considered appear even clearer evidence of this fusion. Gordon
says of the charms that they "preserve much superstition and folk
lore.” He believes that passages of the charms "untouched by
Christianity are probably among the oldest lines in the English
language.”63
Those passages showing the influence of Christianity still pre
serve heathen elements and are a testimony to the fact that "old
beliefs and customs were gradually overlaid and transformed by
the new faith.” This would be in keeping with Pope Gregory’s
advice to English missionaries whom he told to destroy the
idols of the heathen English but not the temples. Relics were to
be placed within the temples and holy water sprinkled inside. It
was thought that the Anglo-Saxons, once Christian converts, would
more readily attend Christian worship in buildings they had
been accustomed to visit for religious purposes at an earlier time.
Later church policy, however, was not so lenient.64

If observations made in the twentieth century have any rele
vance to Anglo-Saxon times, the charms relating to medical treat
ment and agriculture should reveal practices more ancient than the
date of their writing. Some people today are more concerned
with the moon and its supposed efficacy on farming than they
61 Hodgkin, A History of the Anglo-Saxons, p. 461.
62James R. Hulbert (ed.), Bright’s Anglo-Saxon Reader (New York,
1959), p. 185.
63R. K. Gordon (ed. and trans.), Anglo-Saxon Poetry (London, 1930),
p. 85.
64Ibid., p. 85.
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are with terrestrial influence as might be gained from an agricul
tural experiment station. Other people, and some from the previous
group, are more responsive to the modern mountebanks and char
latans and their highly advertised wares than in securing the ser
vices of an internist or a Fellow of the American College of Sur
geons for the treatment of physical ailments.

The charms to be considered fit the two categories of agricul
ture and medicine, and the one which may be called "Land Rem
edy" or "For Fertility” deals with agriculture. It would not take
tie reference to Erce to remind the reader that this charm, despite
its interlarding with Christian terminology, the fact that the turfs
are carried to church and have masses sung over them and later
cover crosses buried underneath them, is a fertility rite with
strong evidence of antedating the conversion of Britain.65

It appears almost as if the repeated injunctions to say the Pa
ternoster and the burying of the crosses under the turfs are in a
sense supererogations. At the least the situation is reminiscent of
the king who had altars to both Christ and Woden in his temple,
assuming, perhaps, that he would have the efficacy of each god or,
on the other hand, dreading to offend either.

"For Sudden Pain” or "For a Sudden Stitch” is in the medical
category. The cause of pain
conceived to be spirits, and the
relief of it is their exorcism. The "exorcist has three retaliatory
measures—the arrow, the knife . . ., and the spear.”66 The exorcist
adjures the "spears,” or pains, to leave, the spirits having earlier
departed. The command, "Ut lytel spere, gif herinne sy,” is re
peated. If the spear does not understand the direction, the exorcist
more explicit by saying "Ut spere! naes in, spere!”67 Gordon be
lieves that there may have been an application of ointment as the
practitioner named "the situation and author” of the pain. Gordon
suggests further that the knife may be plunged into a "dummy re
presenting the evil spirits” as the charm closes.68
In a final note on Anglo-Saxon religion it may be worthwhile
to call attention to the adaptability of the Anglo-Saxons in their re
65Hubert,
66Gordon,
67Hubert,
68Gordon,
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ligious practices. The influence of their general Teutonic, specifi
cally Scandinavian, heritage is obvious, but what is also obvious to
the student of religion in England is the fact that the Anglo-Sax
ons were neither bound to the specific gods nor the specific forms
of worship of their ancestors once the descendants left their con
tinental home.
The adaptability of the Anglo-Saxons likely resulted in diverse
modes of worship among a people who had no unified, organized
system of worship prior to the advent of Augustine (this is exclu
sive of those in communion with the Welsh church). There may
well have been innumerable charms, sacred groves, or holy trees,
and diverse spirits that were both feared, propitiated, and, on oc
casion, invoked.

A typical temple had idols to more gods than one, and if the
belief that the desecration of a temple was not considered an out
rage
true, such a situation would substantiate the thesis of the
overall adaptability of the Anglo-Saxons in religious matters.
Finally, a belief in the adaptability of the Anglo-Saxons appears
to find support in the result of Augustine’s visit. The ready ac
ceptance of the new belief is important, but of greater importance
seems to be the absence of a single martyrdom in an area and
among a people not noted for freedom from war. Their leaders
were by their own claim descended from Woden, a bellicose an
cestor.

It
patently impossible to know all the causes for the speed
of the conversion or its peaceableness. Moreover, of the causes
that are known it is not possible to assign with any measure of
certitude the relative weight that a specific cause may have had.
Under the rubric of adaptability may be listed certain characteris
tics favorable to change. First would be the susceptibility if not
the hospitality to change implicit in the differences discerned be
tween the characteristics of the gods noted among the earlier Teu
tonic people on the continent and those in England. Second would
be the lack of organization and centralized control with power
to establish orthodoxy and interdict and penalize apostasy. Third
would be the loose polytheism which apparently had one god de
feating another but with more than one honored. Fourth would
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Be the apparent lack of a sense of outrage at the desecration of a
heathen temple.

As a conclusion it may be worth noting again the recommenda
tion of Coifi, heathen priest and counselor, who in his recom
mendation stated a personal reason for his choice when he told the
king that if the new doctrine had in it anything more certain than
the old, he favored its acceptance. This counselor and his king
were among the many who did accept.
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